MODERN     EXPLORATION                          551
the solid substance of a real one, with its summit covered with snow/'
Ruwenzori is in reality a clump of peaks, the range having a length
of sixty-five miles and a breadth of a little over thirty miles. The
peaks reach a height of over 16,000 ft. They lie close to the Equator
between Lakes Albert and Edward, and have an enormous rainfall,
as much as 180 in. yearly. This combination of heat and moisture
causes the peaks to be constantly shrouded in mist, so that it is only
on rare occasions they are visible from below. Explorers who went
to look for them after Stanley's discovery actually passed them by
without seeing them, and accused Stanley of having invented them.
The mist is only a minor phenomenon compared with the freakish
vegetation of these mountains. Mr. Patrick M. Synge, who recently
visited Ruwenzori for the purpose of collecting plants, says: "A grey
mist made a fitting background for the most monstrous and unearthly
landscape that I have ever seen. Vague outlines of peaks and precipices
towered around us. Here were plants which seemed more like ghosts
of past ages than ordinary trees and herbs. They appeared as a weird
and terrible dream to me, a botanist and hunter of strange plants. It
all seemed unreal, like some imaginary reconstruction of life in a long-
past geological age, or even upon another planet. Our familiar common
herbs seemed to have gone mad. We saw groundsels, swollen, distorted,
with woody trunks twenty feet high, lobelias like giant blue and green
obelisks, heathers mighty as great trees. . . . On the ground grew a
thick carpet of mosses. Some were brilliant yellow, others deep crimson
in colour. Every shade of green was represented. The tree trunks were
also clothed in thick moss, often tussocked into the semblance of faces,
while from their branches dangled long streamers of a pale, sulphurous
yellow lichen, the old man's beard.'*
DUKE   OF   ABRUZZPS   QUEST
Stanley's amazing discovery of Ruwenzori prompted many moun-
taineers to attempt the exploration of the range, but the barriers of
forested foothills, clouds of fog and, higher up, of glaciers, defeated them
all. A few years before his death, die veteran explorer begged that some
lover of mountains should choose Ruwenzori as his goal and explore
its wild valleys and hidden gorges. The challenge was accepted by
the Duke of Abruzzi, an Italian, and one of the greatest explorers
of this century. As a young man of twenty he had been the first to
climb the i8,ooo-foot peak of St. Elias, in Alaska; two years later he
had spent a winter in Franz Josef Land, when his ship the Stella Pofare
was crushed in the ice; and subsequently he sledged nearer to the
North Pole than any of his predecessors.
It was in April, 1906, that the duke set out on his quest to map
and scale the Ruwenzori heights. No fewer than 194 porters were
gathered to carry the loads, and the whole caravan had a strength dE
about 300. The expedition started from Fort Portal, and worked up the
Mobuku Valley. Crossing the turbulent Mobuku River, the actual raimh